On Maura

Stanton's Poems
Gregory Orr
In this brief essay, I am attempting to characterize and explore a world that consists of only three poems. Yet it is possible to test its dimensions and explore some of its implications, because the world created by these three poems is consistent and powerful.
It is a violent and desperate world, some of whose aspects I will try to discuss in these fragments.
In "Crabs," the very first line thrusts us into the midst of a crucial social situa tion, the speaker's wedding feast. By the third line, it is no longer simply a social situation and we are approaching the poem's real subject: a psychological ex ploration of the speaker, the bride, in this specific context. Perhaps the important thing to remember in this poem is that once we have passed the ninth word of the poem, we have left the external world and have entered into the subjective world of the bride's fears, thoughts and fantasies. It is in the context of these thoughts and fantasies that we come to understand her relationship to both the in-law ladies and the husband. First, the in-laws, whom she sees as eyeing her and appraising her as though she was a maclime/ammal for producing children. The existential situation from which "The First Child" emerges is that of a young wife's first pregnancy. The physical setting is winter, a landscape con
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The Iowa Review www.jstor.org ® sumed by the whiteness of snow and ice, just as the wife is consumed by silence. We learn that it is the child in her womb that "devours [her] speech." In her imagination the child inside her is "a blind fish nervous at its hook." As the child devours her speech, she dreams that she also is "a fish/ beached somewhere on an iceberg." At this point, they share an identity. In line 10, she declares, "this isn't love. My husband/ keeps his hands away, quoting/ statistics." The husband rejects the wife's need for affection, claiming that young wives in their first pregnancy are easily traumatized. Ironically, it seems to be his rejection that inspires her with fantasies of destroying the foetus. Whatever the cause, the wife stands at the loveless center: rejected and "deserted" by her husband, afraid and threatened by the strange, instinctive being inside her. She wants the husband to understand "that this is how frost (cold/lovelessness) comes." She is walled in by fear, and the child is walled in by her own cold body. Both she and the child are doomed to lovelessness, and the husband is himself doomed emotionally in spite of his detachment.
These poems speak in terms of primary isolation and primary need. The voice is extreme ("desperate" in social terms). The "I" of these poems is self-consciously alienated from life processes (birth, aging, pregnancy, death) by its fears, angers and suspicions. There is an enormous sense of tension: of attraction (need) and repulsion (fear). It is a given of these poems that trust, the primary link of the world of human relationship, is missing.
There are two kinds of tension in these poems. One is the tension manifested Religious confession is only part of the larger process of confession-repentance forgiveness. It is a cycle and when the cycle is completed the person who has confessed is freed from the alienation and isolation of individual guilt. Again there is release and relief. But in "confessional poetry" as we have come to know it, there is a breaking of this chain, so that confession only means acknowledgment or listing of that which was hidden away. There seems to be no faith on the speaker's part that forgiveness is possible. Perhaps in the extremity of its isolation, the individual ego has come to believe that there is nothing outside itself which is capable of forgiving, nothing but other isolated and alienated egos. Perhaps this lack of faith/trust in the possibility of forgiveness or acceptance accounts for the anger, rage and despair that characterize so much "confessional" poetry.
And why confess if there is no forgiveness? This brings me to another ritual alternative, that of the scapegoat. The speaker in these poems acts as a kind of psychic scapegoat for the reader. She assumes the burden of guilt about socially forbidden or unacceptable feelings which we all possess. She "damns" herself in her speech (the poems) and agrees to be driven into the desert loaded down with the collective sins of the tribe. By a further extension, in this kind of poetry, the poem itself functions as the poet's scapegoat?providing the one possibility of release and relief. If I seem to put an enormous burden on the speaker in the poems, it must be remembered that Stanton does so also: we are always inside the speaker's mind, and much of the poem's concern is expressed through the fantasies and thoughts of an enclosed self. For example, it is not that it is difficult to judge the actions of the meddling, embittered aunts and in-laws in "Crabs," not that it is hard to be sympathetic to the speaker. But the speaker draws the reader relendessly into her own world of subjective response to the meddling ladies, an inner world that is violent and extreme and does not seek any detachment,
